In 1950 it was possible for a biochemist in one half day each week to scan the contents of the significant journals, English, American and European, to read one or two papers of immediate importance and then to broaden his outlook by a perusal of the letters in Nature or by browsing amongst the periodicals outside his immediate discipline. In 1970 it will be almost impossible to scan the titles of papers in the significant journals even though these are reproduced in a handy periodical, the perusal of which may not even take the biochemist out of his laboratory. This is the problem which Lord Todd states (at somewhat greater length and accompanied by a suggested solution) in the opening paper in the present symposium, the rest of which is an account by a strange miscellany of 15 other authors of their attempt to solve the same problem.
What is unexpected is that they are nearly all either professional librarians or concerned in some other way with the documentation and dissemination of scientific information. It would seem that the working scientist is not thinking about the problem or, if he is, it is a pity that his views were not called for in the present discussion as they might have brought this to a sharper focus.
There are two problems, one the documentation of scientific facts in a form that allows easy and rapid retrieval and the second, the presentation to the individual scientist of the selection of information most likely to be of interest to him. These two subjects are given equal consideration in the present book. The approaches to the first are varied but the reader is left in no doubt that this exercise must be one involving international collaboration. The solution to the second problem is much less decided and is subject to individual taste. Lord Todd wants to keep the journals as they are, reducing the papers to short summaries of conclusions and making the details of the studies from which they were drawn available from the editorial office on application by the handful of readers who wish to examine them. Other solutions depend more on secondary publications such as review journals and "progress" volumes.
The problem is rather overpowering and must prevent some, if not many, individuals from taking up a research project when this has to take second place to service commitments. If the "small trader" is not to lose completely to the "supermarkets" of research these problems should be examined now by 91 the leaders of the profession of clinical chemistry and they at least should read this book.
D. N. Raine
The Human Adrenal Cortex; Its Function throughout life. G. E. W. WOLSTENHOLME and R. PORTER (eds.), Ciba Foundation Study Group No. 27. J. & A. Churchill Ltd., London, 1967. Pp. 160. 22s .6d.
The eight papers in this volume neatly survey the present knowledge of the biochemistry and physiology of the human adrenal cortex. The life cycle is completely presented from the foetalmaternal relationship through infancy to parenthood and, as coda, to senescence.
My imagination was most stimulated by the special relationships in steroid biosynthesis where the hormones consitute a signalIing system between the foetus, placenta and mother. The placenta makes pregnenolone and progesterone, the latter being essential for the relaxation of the uterus. Pregnenolone is carried to the foetal adrenal where it is converted to androstenolone sulphate, a portion of which is 16-hydroxylated in the foetal liver. Androstenolone and the 16-hydroxy derivative are converted to oestrone and oestriol on return to the placenta and the oestrogens have a part to play in the maintenance of pregnancy. Thus if the foetus dies the chain breaks and abortion occurs. The clinical biochemist determines the maternal urinary oestrogen levels to warn the obstetrician of the impending event.
The inclusion of the contributions to the discussion in a symposium volume sometimes wastes space. In this case much interesting material is presented, but it is sad to see a contributor one respects set down as saying something idiotic. He no doubt meant what is ascribed to him and checked the words in proof so perhaps he was attempting buffoonery. The only other matter to quarrel with is the occurrence on page 51 of androstenolone (dehydroisoandrosterone) presented twice with a 6-membered D-ring.
This book is an account of the 27th Ciba meeting and forms a very fitting 80th birthday tribute to Professor F. Verzar in whose honour the meeting was arranged. Clinical Biochemists will find it a useful and cheap revision work that deals unusually thoroughly with its subject matter.
